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It was a hot summer day in 1985 when my mother, Ada Reyes, left El Salvador and crossed the
border into the United States. Behind her, she left her one-year-old son and a war-stricken
country. I sat down with her and she told me the story of how she built a life in the United States
and raised my brother and me alone as a single mother.
In the 1980s, El Salvador was at the height of its civil war. Sparked by the killings of anti-coup
protestors, and fought between the Salvadoran government and a leftist guerilla group, the war
lasted for more than 12 years, ending in 1992. At 18 years old, my mother was a target —
staying in El Salvador meant the risk of being captured or raped by fighters. It had already
happened to her niece. My grandfather, worried about the direction of the country, made
arrangements to have his daughters come to the United States.
With a visa, my mother crossed the Mexican border into the United States. It was up in the air
whether or not her son, Luis, my brother, was going to come to the U.S., because he didn’t have
a visa.
“It was hard because I had my young boy,” Reyes said. “And I had a decision to make: come or
stay behind.”
It took six months for my brother to arrive to the United States. He came with his grandmother
on his father’s side. My mother was finally reunited with him in Houston, Texas. She drove to
her friend’s apartment, where he was waiting for her. From a distance, my mother spotted Luis
running down the stairs.
“He ran and gave me a hug and never wanted to let go,” Reyes recalls. “It was so beautiful that I
still have that moment in my heart, because it was special and it’s still very special.”
Luis Hernandez, 39, later became an American citizen in adulthood. He was too young to
remember the details of the year he moved to the United States and reuniting with our mother.
He remembers things from when he was older, like the first apartment they lived in after Reyes
left his father, escaping a physically abusive relationship.
“I was very young,” Hernandez said. “It’s all very blurred, but I do remember sharing a small
room with my mom and struggling. But I know she did what she could.”
Reyes remembers the hardships of being a single mother. After leaving Luis’s father, she met my
father, Raul Cervantes. I was born 15 years later. But Reyes saw more hardship when six years
after I was born, my father passed away due to lung cancer. Reyes was forced to navigate
motherhood alone for the second time in her life.
Reyes has come to see those challenges as her strengths. She says she has fulfilled her own
“American dream” by raising my brother and me on her own. She lives in her own house in the
suburbs of Houston, at peace with the victories we gave her. Both her children have earned
master’s degrees. Luis is happily married and has made Reyes a grandmother to three children.

“For me, my children’s success has been mine,” Reyes said. “And that’s what I thank God for. I
raised them with a lot of pride.”
Today, many immigrants don’t have the same chance my mother and brother had. After a review
was prompted by a government watchdog report, it was revealed that 1,556 children were
identified by the government as being separated from their parents along the U.S.-Mexico border
between July 2017 and June 2018 — significantly more than had previously been reported by the
government. According to the inspector general report, over 2,700 families were torn apart under
the Trump administration’s controversial “zero tolerance” immigration policy.
Under the Trump administration, the temporary protected status that has allowed close to
200,000 Salvadorans to live and work in the U.S. was revoked in 2018. As the order remains tied
up in the courts, the uncertainty creates new difficulties, says Juan Garcia, a doctoral student of
critical social psychology at the CUNY Graduate Center.
Garcia, who works with immigrants from Central America who have been deported, says
returnees to El Salvador can feel isolated or threatened. “When they come to El Salvador, they
are received by a society that pushed them out,” Garcia said. “And then the U.S. kicked them
out as well, so then what?”
My mother isn’t at risk at being deported. She has a green card, but she knows many from her
community who are at risk of deportation, as well as many who are attempting to make the
journey to the U.S. and finding it to be much harder than she did.
“It was easier back then,” Reyes said. “I know my people are facing a lot of issues and it is very
scary, but I feel very blessed that my two children and I were able to succeed in this country. I
think everyone should be given a chance.”

